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ABSTRACT: Florida is the thunderstormcapitalof the WesternHemisphere.This factcoupledwith its
warm moistclimatepromotesalush growthof extremelyvolatile understoryplantsandresultsin wildfire-
statistics(both# of firesandacreage)that consistentlyranknearthetop for thecontiguousUnitedStates.
Floridaalsotreatscloseto 2 million acreswith prescriptionfire in atypical year,morethantwicethat of its
nearestrival. Theseburnsaregenerallyconductedon uplandsiteswhich areintertwinedwith swamps,
pondsandhardwoodstringers. Fire rarelypenetratesthesewet areasunderconditionsprescribedfor
uplandburnswhichresultsin an almostimpenetrableunderstoryof highlyvolatile fuels.

Theunseasonablywarm weatherandcopiousrainfall duringthewinterof 1997-98resultedin evenmore
plantgrowth thanusual,but the moistconditionssubstantiallylimited the acreagetreated-with -dormant-
seasonprescriptionfire. As El Nino conditionsbeganto dissipatein March,high-pressurestabilizedover
the Gulf Coastandrecord-breakingrainfall changedto record-settingdrought. WhentheKetch-Byram
DroughtIndex (KBDI) roseabove500, manyscheduledburnswerepostponedbecauseof the increasing
probabilityof root damageto overstorytrees. Only about1.1 million acresweretreatedwith intentionalfire
throughthefirst 7 months,the time-periodwhenvirtually all prescriptionburnsareconductedin Florida.
Lightning activity pickedup asusualin May but withoutthe usuallyattendantrains. By the beginningof
June,theKBDI wasabove650statewidefor the first time sincerecordshavebeenkept,andthe swamps
weredry. Ten-hourdeadfuel moistureandlive fuel moisturemeasurementswerethe lowestever-
recordedin Florida.

During the ensuing6 weeks,morethan2,500fires burnedroughly500,000acresin Florida ranking it one
of the statesworst naturaldisasters.Incrediblyno liveswerelostalthoughmorethan100homeswere
destroyed,andanotherseveralhundreddamaged.Fires burnedthroughwetlandsitesfor thefirst time in
decadesleaving few unburnedislandsto serveasrefugia. Roughly,half the acreageburnedwas in
plantedpines. This paperdescribesthefuels, weather,andfire behaviorencounteredduringthis time.
Detailsof the suppressionforceassembledareprovided. Fire impactsandpreliminaryestimatesof
resourcedamagearegiven.
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